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This book deals with the long-term effects of a violent and tyrannical government on individual people, after that government has been deposed and those people are rebuilding new lives. Some of the impacts depicted in the text are metaphorical and some are literal. 

The main characters all deal with parental loss, through death or the sundering of a painful relationship. They also navigate the generational impacts of abuse among their immediate and less-immediate ancestors. 
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FIRST YEAR OF QUEEN Elsyn's reign. Midwinter.

Elsyn sat in a tub filled with hot water. The tub was not large and she was tall, so her bent knees  were dry and cold. Ben had draped a towel around her shoulders to keep the chill of the room at bay. She hunched forward, drowsy, then shook herself and looked at the candle burning on a table next to the wall. Only a few ridges of wax finned out from the column. She hadn't yet been in the bath an hour. 

A yawn cracked her jaw, and she hugged her thighs. “Can't take too long,” she told Ben again, who hummed in response. “Not my tub.”

Ben moved around the room behind her, opening cupboard doors, taking objects out and putting them away again, until he returned to her side, holding several combs. He unbraided her hair, twisted two of the sections up against her head, and pinned them there. He took the loose section and began to comb it from the very tips with tiny, feathering strokes. 

Elsyn closed her eyes and slumped against her knees. Her scalp tingled.

The tub did not even belong to palace temple; it had come marching up the main southern road slung over the shoulders of one of the hundreds of returning priests. Nomi wore the tub on her back like a shield, and her face was as stoic as a veteran soldier's. She had served a once-prosperous temple to the east, bringing with her the tub, inherited from her laundress grandmother. The tub had done yeoman's labor as a wash basin for new calves and occasionally shepherds' babies. That temple had burned for mysterious reasons during the false queen's reign. There had been storms that month, so perhaps it had been a lightning strike. There had also been soldiers billeted in the village, private mercenaries hired by a branch of the Deragcaish which included several of the queen's favorite courtesans. By the time the flames had died down and Bana Deragcaish had arrived, or returned, with his men to pick through the ashes, Nomi and the tub were already gone. 

Nomi, like many of the returning priests, spoke very little. Elsyn was left to guess where the woman had spent her four years in hiding with her basin. Most likely it had been a sympathetic farmhouse; the priests who had been forced to live entirely out-of-doors in the woods or in the tall grasses were skinnier, with harder, burnt faces. The tub had been welcomed with fanfare in the palace temple and immediately gone into veterinary service, expanding its holy remit to kids, lambs, and teenage novices, but Nomi herself had hung back, her eyes watchful.

Elsyn had been crowned six weeks before midsummer, and it was clear to everyone that things must change; but no one knew how and no one dared to hope that it might be for the better. At first the priests came back one by one and in secret, hiding themselves among the tenements in the lower city, but after Elsyn's wedding and everything that followed, most particularly the appointment of a new High Priest, one who was known and trusted, the trickle became a flood. 

Elsyn herself had been painfully uncertain about how to effect the change from priest to Priest-Queen: she had been surrendered to the temple at the age of thirteen, a paltry offering to a god her parents did not care to honor too highly. During those first few chaotic months, when waves of hungry, grieving, angry priests washed over the capital, there had been such a confusion of people in the palace temple that Elsyn had carried on much as she had done before, milking the holy herd in the morning, making the daily cheese, and following the daily round of cow chores. She knew there were queenly things she ought to be doing, but she wasn't sure how to go about queenly business, and she knew how to care for the cows.

Elsyn had first met Nomi while carrying water, from the spring-fed pump room in the temple down to the field to fill the stone basins scattered about the paddocks. Nomi had seen Elsyn filling buckets in the milky dawn—the great preponderance of new and hole-free buckets which the returning priests had brought with them, Elsyn often thought, was worth any amount of tumult the priests themselves caused—and immediately had gone and found some buckets to fill herself, whereupon she silently followed Elsyn down the field. Bean, Boss Cow of the holy herd and arguably the entire palace hill, and Turnip, her second-in-command, greeted Elsyn at the first basin, demanding the oat treats in her pockets and ear scratches, and were introduced to Nomi, who put down her buckets and bowed to each cow in turn.

They had filled the basins together in peaceful silence every morning for a week before a morning came when Kandar came dashing through the grass on all fours and reared up to his full, terrifying height, shouting. Elsyn had started and rushed toward him, completely forgetting Nomi and her half-filled bucket. She had still been adjusting to the very notion of herself being married, let alone married to someone she quite liked, and Kandar had been gone the day before, accompanying a group of priests through the woods directly north of the capital where a gryphon had been sighted. 

Kandar snatched the bucket from her before she could throw it on his chest, then seized her arms. “Cow!” he said, his deep voice buzzing in her bones. “Cow with colic! Need your help!” 

“Where?” Elsyn asked. She looked back at Nomi, wondering if she ought to introduce the prince-consort—her prince-consort—and saw that the other priest had frozen, her eyes wide and her jaw clenched. Kandar had brought down a company of forty-three goblins with him from the mountains, but perhaps Nomi had not met any of them. 

“Farm north of here,” Kandar said. “Ben stayed back with them. We need to go, and quickly.”

“A cow with colic?” Elsyn said, rubbing her eyes. Who could she get from the temple? 

“Bloat,” came Nomi's quiet voice. 

“What?” Kandar's head snapped around to fix the shorter woman with his orange stare. 

“In cows, it's bloat,” Nomi said. “The fourth stomach fills with air and gets twisted.”

“Do you know about cows? Can you come right now?” Kandar barked.

Nomi stared past him, and then slowly shook her head. “If the bloat started when you left, the cow would already be dead. It kills fast.”

I am very fast! said another voice, before Kandar's stallion, Socks, appeared through the grass. He tossed his head, then lipped Elsyn's face. He pushed back Elsyn to snuffle Nomi's shoulder, leaving a streak of drool, before lipping her ear. Hello! he said. I am an excellent horse. I am faster than all the horses who ever were. Will you help us save the milchcow?

“It is not so far,” Kandar said. “We left the farm a quarter of an hour past; we can be back there in another quarter of an hour.”

Nomi looked at Elsyn, her face white, and Elsyn nodded to her, hoping her face conveyed trustworthiness and reassurance. “It's a sort of magic,” she offered. “I will come with you.”

Nomi's throat bobbed visibly, but she bowed and allowed herself to be lifted onto Socks' back.

Socks was a goblin horse, and he did not lie about being very, very fast. Elsyn did not look down as he ran, because watching his feet strike in the empty air made her sick and dizzy. She would have felt anxious about asking any ordinary horse to bear two humans, especially one as tall and fat as herself, but when the roof of a warehouse in the lower city had collapsed, she had seen Socks dig in the mess of broken tiles with his hooves until he located the five great oaken beams, every one as big around as a man and as long as six men lying end-to-end on the ground, whereupon he set his large white teeth into the end of each beam and dragged it out into the street. Socks was not an ordinary horse. 

Kandar came leaping behind his mount, and they ran above the road and over long narrow fields of wheat and then into the woodland, not coming back down to earth until they reached a meadow, where a foolish young red-and-white cow had gotten herself into a pocket of grass newly grown after a fire and gorged herself until her stomach, overloaded with the richness of the forage, had filled with gas and twisted inside her body. Nomi had taken one look at the beast on the ground, Ben kneeling next to the cow and holding her head, and had drawn a knife from her belt. 

“This will not be pleasant,” she told Elsyn. “Help me get her up on her feet.”

Kandar and Elsyn had gotten the cow up between the two of them, the animal lowing hysterically, and Nomi had punctured a hole in the side of the cow's abdomen, which had spurted green, foul-smelling liquid into the grass, onto Nomi and Elsyn, and onto Socks. The cow, immediately feeling better, had tried to kick Ben, still holding her halter. Nomi had reached inside the wound, flinched at what she found there, and then asked Kandar to wash his clawed hands and flip the young cow's stomach back into the proper position. Nomi had cleaned the wound and stitched it up, and Kandar had laid an extra charm on the stitches against foulness, and Socks had delivered a stern lecture to the cow about the dangers of new grass. The cow tried to kick him, but he danced away, whinnying. Ben had gone to the house of the farmer and explained that they would need to keep the cow tied up for the next week, cleaning the stitches with hot water and a fresh cloth. The farmer and her daughters had been surprised and then afraid and then pleased to receive the Lord Albenyssar of Deragcaish in their cottage, though they had a lot to say about how wicked the young cow was. Socks had taken Elsyn and Nomi back to the temple field, where he had rolled luxuriously in the grass and demanded the two women and then Kandar scratch his neck and withers for being such an excellent horse.

Nomi had run a hand through her short, curly hair and squared her already square shoulders, before looking up at Elsyn. “Your Majesty,” she had said carefully.

“Oh, no,” Elsyn said, overwhelmed. “Please don't.”

And Nomi had looked at her steadily, with something like hope at the back of her brown eyes.

When a group of priests on their rounds came a month later with the news that the cow was flourishing, Nomi had told Elsyn about her great-grandmother's tub and said Elsyn might use it, if she liked.

Elsyn pried open one eye to check the candle. It was half gone; she had now been in the bath for an hour. Ben was still combing her hair. Well, she had a lot of hair, and it was easier to comb with the steam softening the strands.

Her guilt briefly rose up to choke her, and Ben paused to rub the heel of his palm between her shoulder blades. Could Elsyn make this up to Nomi? She knew the woman was still in the process of replacing the veterinary surgical tools she had had to leave behind when she fled her own temple. The last of the toolmakers had left the capital years ago, but could Elsyn write to their guild?

She would have to talk to Petra, the new High Priest, who had spent most of the past decade in Firgahas, the great southern port city. Petra was the same age as Elsyn, but Firgahas had been just beyond the false queen's reach, as it had been just out of the grasp of Elsyn's mother and grandfather. The great apparatus of the temple of the Two-Bodied God had been able to keep running there, with all its extensive connections among the temples of other gods, merchants, and even the aristocracy of other countries. Petra herself had come in secret to the capital before the false queen had been destroyed, to organize the network of priests still doing the Two-Bodied God's work of food distribution and veterinary care under cover of darkness. Elsyn knew she had overstepped herself in choosing her old friend to lead the palace temple as interim High Priest, when so far as she had known the qualifications Petra possessed were compassion for an unwanted royal child and relentless bravery in defending their friendship. But those same qualities had made Petra well-known and well-respected among those priests who had refused to run from the bad old queen, and when it had come to a vote Petra had been the clear choice.

The palace temple, which had emptied of people slowly and then all at once during the past decade, was now so full of priests that Petra had arranged for lofts to be built in two of the dormitories, and many of the older novices had taken to sleeping in the newly-renovated hay mow in the temple barn. 

Most of those who had returned were competent with livestock, and many were as tall and broad-shouldered as Elsyn herself. There was no particular reason that she should continue doing the cattle chores, especially when burgeoning issues of commerce and diplomacy all over the kingdom demanded her attention, and she had Kandar and Ben to give her advice on how those issues ought to be handled. Kandar was not human, and he had never before lived among humans, but he was very old, and he often knew without asking what those approaching Elsyn really wanted. Ben had been raised to be the Duke of Deragcaish, second only to the royal house of Ardloch in the age and degree of respect due their title, and even after seven years of exile he had a far more detailed knowledge of the noble houses and their members, as well as powerful merchants and their allies, than Elsyn.  

But the holy herd regarded Elsyn as their own. She stared at her own sun-browned feet submerged in the tub, partially obscured by the bubbles flowering over the surface of the water and thought: It is a comfort to be claimed. When earlier today Carrot had discovered that her calf wanted to be born now, immediately, and yet refused to exit her womb, the other cows had sought out Elsyn in the temple refectory and demanded her aid. Elsyn had run after them, and when they passed the barn wing of the temple, Nomi had appeared and joined the anxious bovine parade to the lower pasture. Carrot did not care to have her nether regions messed about with by an unknown priest, so under the sharp eye and careful instruction of Nomi, Elsyn had gingerly pushed an arm inside the cow's birth canal to turn her stuck calf.

Except there had not been one calf, but two, their legs hooked together like wind-blown tree branches, and it had taken an hour of poking and prodding to untangle them while Carrot's labor pains clenched around Elsyn's arm and numbed her wrist and fingers.

Carrot had refused to let Nomi take a turn, swinging her haunches away and backing herself up against Onion and Squash, her herdmates.

Once one of the calves had been straightened out, front legs and nose pointed toward freedom, Elsyn set her feet and pulled, and out the calf came, in a rush of fluid that was only partly piss, soaking Elsyn's robes from the chest down. 

The next calf had come more readily, but by then the rest of the herd had gathered in a tight knot around Carrot, Elsyn, and Nomi, making a circle of outward-pointing horns in the small hollow between two hillocks. As Carrot cleaned her new children, Elsyn had cajoled, reassured, and congratulated each cow in turn, before they allowed Nomi to slip out of the ring. Another half-hour passed before more priests came running down from the temple high on the hill, carrying towels and clean robes for Elsyn and extra grain and hay for Carrot.

Elsyn's right arm felt like it had been beaten with hammers, and the wind froze her wet, stinking robe to the front of her body. She thought unkind thoughts about the priest who had left the gate to the bull's pen ajar far too early in the spring, then remembered with a start that she had probably been that priest. Things had changed a great deal in the past year. A month ago, another delegation of forty-nine goblins had arrived, these from the strange village by a hidden sea where Ben had spent the years of his exile. The false queen had filled the palace with guards and other soldiers, and but now they had left, and every part of the structure teemed with goblins.

By the time Ben had come looking for her, Elsyn had been so cold that it hurt to walk or speak. Nomi had produced the erstwhile tub and presented it to Ben. None of the priests were intimidated by Ben anymore, though he was a head taller than Elsyn and half again as broad. Then Elsyn was being bundled back into the palace and up to the royal quarters. Kandar was already there, looking terribly elegant in an orange tunic and loose black breeches tied at the knee, but when he saw Elsyn he had shucked off the tunic and disappeared. As Ben patiently undressed Elsyn and sat her in the tub, Kandar appeared again, carrying two buckets of piping hot water, which he poured around her icy feet. He repeated this small miracle several times, until the hot water sloshed gently around Elsyn's navel.

“Where is he getting th-th-that water?” Elsyn asked Ben, through chattering teeth.

“I think he's magicking the snow on the roof,” Ben said, producing a cake of soap from somewhere and rubbing it over her scalp.

“Not time to wash hair,” Elsyn mumbled, leaning toward him. “Too cold.”

“There are bits,” Ben said darkly, flicking a clump of something onto the floor. “Smelly bits.”

Elsyn registered that the side of her body that was not turned toward Ben was also warm, and then a furred nose stuck itself into the crook of her neck and sniffed deeply. 

“Smells fine,” Kandar said.

Ben's silence was so loud that Kandar snorted with laughter. 

“Smells good,” Kandar asserted again.

Elsyn rested her cheek against Kandar's cheek and again considered falling asleep. Delivering Carrot's calves had taken the better part of the afternoon. The sun would go down soon. She was so tired. 

“No,” Kandar said. “Eat.” Something pressed against Elsyn's mouth. She opened her mouth without opening her eyes, and a corner of bread entered her mouth. When she bit down, she found it was in fact cheese on toast.

Ben twisted up the section of hair he had finished combing, then took down the next piece. Kandar pressed the last corner of toast into Elsyn's mouth and left his fingers against her lips for a moment. She felt, rather than saw, a look pass between Ben and Kandar, before Ben said, “A party from the Tordove arrived while you were out with the cows.”

“Oh,” Elsyn said, suddenly much more awake. Of all the ducal houses, the Tordove alone did not occupy a residence in the capital. There had been no ladies from Tordove in her mother's retinue. She did not think the Tordove had sent any regiments for her grandfather's wars. The Tordove valley's defenses were legendary, though Elsyn had not been able to find anyone who knew exactly how many soldiers they retained.

Late in the fall, Elsyn had sent a message to the Tordove south with a group of priests headed to the great temple in Firgahas, but although the priests had sent word when they arrived safely at their destination, there had been no acknowledgment of her letter. She had not known whether she had unwittingly offended the duke or whether the Tordove's reply had been lost.

“It's strange that they would send anyone now,” she said, sitting up straight. Ben finished the middle section of her hair and started on the last piece. Kandar pulled back a little, and she turned to look at him. “The roads are all ice. And the fairies—” She fell silent, chewing her lip. The priests had started making rounds of farms and village as soon as she had been crowned, and their reports of fairy encounters had not decreased as the winter came on.

“They came with wagons bearing the Tordove's tax payment,” Ben said.

“What?” Elsyn demanded. “The whole thing?” Tordove paid their taxes in hams and other cured pork made from the wild pigs which ranged their valley, but she wouldn't have expected even a token until late spring. Such a caravan would be horribly attractive to winter-marauding fairies, especially bloodthirsty ones like red caps. “How did they get here at all? Did they take any casualties on the road?”

“They sent six men,” Kandar said. He exchanged another look with Ben. “I do not think they were afraid of what they might meet on the road.”

Elsyn pulled the towel tight under her chin. “What do you mean?”

“They came up through the lower city,” Ben said. “Jolar and Telfar both said they both had runners from the city temple, asking them what was happening and if they had any salt to spare.”

“Oh, no,” Elsyn whispered.

“I don't think they actually burned anything,” Ben added hastily.

“Burned?” Elsyn repeated. “Burned?”

“The Tordove brought two drovers and four . . . others,” Kandar broke in. “One who walked before the wagon, one who walked to its right, one who walked to its left, and one who walked after. All four were all over flame, burning as they came. No one could get closer than thirty paces, for the heat.”

Elsyn gawked at him. Lighting a small flame was the most common charm that ordinary people might learn, but that sort of magic flickered into and out of existence in seconds. “What of their pack animals? Did any of the houses catch fire?”

“I do not think so. Their oxen seemed unbothered. I have heard nothing of any fires in the city.”

“It didn't feel like fairies,” Ben said, correctly interpreting Elsyn's expression. “I only just made it down to the palace gate to meet them before the fires went out—and that was a nice trick, too, they all stopped burning at once and immediately wrapped themselves up in red robes—but it felt . . . like something else, to me.” Ben had accompanied Kandar on all the most difficult fairy removals for the past six months, so surely he would know what fairy magic felt like, Elsyn thought. “Telfar tried to speak with one of those who burned—but they wouldn't talk to any of us. They kept demanding to see you.” He finished combing the last section of Elsyn's hair, then took down the heavy, steam-dampened mass of it and vigorously toweled it dry.

“It was no kind of power I have encountered in this city,” Kandar said. “But I think that I have smelled such powers before in the mountains, where there are gods who are small and old and strange.” He fell silent again.

A god, Elsyn thought, swallowing hard. Oh dear.

“They've never had a temple to the Two-Bodied God in Tordove,” Elsyn hazarded. “But I don't know. . .” Her voice trailed off, and she looked at Ben. He shook his head.

“They have their own god,” Ben said, parting her hair for a new braid. “But this is the first I've heard that it let them turn all to fire.”

“It took some doing to keep them from marching straight up to the temple to find you,” Kandar said, his eyes fixed on Ben's hands.

“Where are these men staying?” There was a set of empty and haunted apartments on the high eastern side of the palace which still technically belonged to the Tordove, though they had not been used in a generation. How long had it been since those rooms had been opened and aired? How many fairies had taken up residence in the meantime? Elsyn had taken a group of priests and goblins through the semi-public or royal parts of the palace to sweep up the nasty bits of magic left behind by the false queen, but she had not breached the nobles' private apartments.

“The Glascrann invited—what's this? How did you get in here?”

Ben paused his braiding with Kandar's question. Elsyn turned to see what had drawn her husband's attention: a large orange cat, its ears and tail shortened by long-ago battles, wriggling out from beneath the ancient bed of her ancestors before stretching and sauntering closer. 

The cat opened his mouth.

“Elsyn,” said the voice of the goblin king.

“What?” Elsyn said, startled. The goblin king regularly sent messages to Kandar via cat, but she had regarded that as a private mode of communication between cousins.

But before the goblin king could say any more, he was drowned out by the voice of his wife. “WHERE ARE YOU?” Taryn's question was so loud that the cat who carried her words sprang up on all fours, its fur bristling. “I NEED TO TALK TO YOU.”

“I'm—busy—” Elsyn spluttered.

“She can't hear you,” Kandar said, against her ear. “The magic doesn't work like that.”

“YOU SAID YOU WOULD COME. YOU HAVEN'T COME. I NEED YOU TO COME NOW.”

“I can't,” Elsyn said, even though the cat couldn't understand and neither could her sister.

“YOU GAVE YOUR WORD AND YOU HAVE NOT KEPT IT.”

The cat closed its mouth and shook its head as though it had mites, and then lifted a front paw to lick and groom its mostly-gone ears.

“What?” Elsyn said. “My word? I couldn't—when does she think I had time to make a journey into the mountains? When have any of us had time?”

I was really useful today, for once, she thought, nonsensically. Even more nonsensically, she felt tears burning in her eyes. There had been previous invitations from the goblin king delivered by Kandar, invitations which she had chosen to take as empty courtesy when she was so overwhelmed by petitioners and priests, farmers and trade routes. 

Kandar pulled away from her, and when she turned to watch him, she saw a deep frown creasing his forehead. He crept toward the cat, but the animal darted away from him, vanishing into a closet. Kandar dove after it.

“Did you promise?” Ben asked, his voice odd. He had gone very still indeed, his fingertips just resting on her hair. 

“I said I would consider a meeting,” Elsyn said tightly. “After—after she helped us recover your mother.”

“When you go, I should come with you,” he said. “To—express my gratitude for her help.” 

Elsyn thought this meant, in Ben-speak, I still do not trust Taryn. 

And I also do not want to be alone with her, she thought, a lump in her throat. She had felt very brave in the summer, when she had told Kandar to send that message; she felt distinctly less brave now, naked in a shallow tub in a cold room.

“The cat got away,” Kandar said, emerging from the closet in a cloud of annoyance. “It must have slipped between to elsewhere. I'll have to find another to return a message to my cousin. He must know what Taryn wants.” 

“I didn't break my word,” Elsyn said.

Kandar and Ben both looked at her. She swallowed hard and pushed herself up, out of the tub. She stepped out of the tub and went to the closet to find another robe, this one heavier and of better wool than the one she had worn to deliver Carrot's calf.

“I will go meet with the Tordove,” Elsyn announced. I didn't break my word. “I would not want them to feel slighted.”

“It's very late,” Ben said.

“I'll take some of the cows,” Elsyn said.

“The cows are asleep,” Kandar said. 

“I didn't break my word,” Elsyn said.

***
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THAT NIGHT, ELSYN DREAMED she was again in the court of Oberon.

It did not help that she knew she was dreaming. It did not help that the door into the fairy hill had been closed and would not open again.

Elsyn opened her eyes in a great hall with no windows, though the air was filled with sickly, fluttering lights. Hundreds of alcoves, strange shadows moving in their depths, lined the walls. From these recesses, fairies of all shapes, sizes, and colors appeared and vanished.

Elsyn wanted to run, but fear anchored her to the floor, as though her traitorous heart pumped lead and not blood. A pig with human hands and eyes dragged a brace of chained, screaming unicorns past her. Five blue men wearing pointed hats sat atop of winged serpent, smoking a water pipe. A beautiful woman with six arms and golden scales juggled knives and smirked at Elsyn.

At the far end of the hall stood on a throne, and on the throne sat a great purple beetle with too many legs. His mandibles moved and clicked ceaselessly, hungrily. Oberon.

Elsyn's heart stuttered into a sprint. She dug her nails into her palms, bit her tongue, scuffed her feet against the floor, but she could not awaken herself.

Oberon saw her. He scream-laughed. “My good Queen Elsyn! My dear daughter! You honor my court with your presence!”

In her memory, Elsyn had not turned; she had been borne up the knowledge that Kandar and Ben were just behind her, sure, strong, resolute. 

But in the dream, she was frozen.

The golden woman juggled and leered.

The blue men puffed on their water pipe and stared at her with the eyes of sharks.

The unicorns shrieked.

Tonight when Elsyn turned, her eyes met a pair of eyes she knew very well. She felt for the pouch of salt she always carried at her waist.

“You're dead,” she told Taryn's face. “I don't have to speak with the dead.”

“I'm not,” said the person who looked like her sister.

“You are,” Elsyn said, scrabbling at the knot on the pouch. “Bean killed you. I watched her.”

“She killed the other daughter,” Taryn said. “I'm not her.”

The strings finally yielded under Elsyn's fingers, and she grabbed a handful of salt and lobbed it at the apparition before her. The fairies around them howled as stray crystal hits them. Blackened holes sizzled through hands, faces, and wings.

The person with Taryn's face did not burn. She yelled. 

“OW. Why did you do that? I told you that I need your help! Listen to me!”

Elsyn dropped the pouch and interlaced her fingers to keep her hands from shaking.

“This is a dream,” she said flatly. “An awful dream. I don't care if my sister who abandoned me needs my help in a dream.” 

Taryn drew in a deep breath, and her face got red, as though she might cry. Almost as though she were the real Taryn, not a figment of Elsyn's unhappy imagination. 

This woman was subtly different than the one who had tormented her for a decade, the one who had destroyed the palace from the inside out. Her face was rounder and a little sunburned. Her eyes were brown and not black. 

You saw Taryn when she came down into the fairy hill with the goblin king to rescue Ben's mother, Elsyn told herself. This isn't real. You just feel guilty and sad, because—because—

“Something happened,” Taryn said, her voice rising in frustration. “Something has changed, and no one believes me.”

To Elsyn's horror, dream-Taryn began to cry. 

“What do you mean?” Elsyn asked, though by the time she reached the end of the question she was yelling. “I can't do anything.”

“You're the queen, sanctified by the gods!” Taryn yelled back. “You can. If you come up the goblin road—”

“When? When? I barely have time to sleep,” Elsyn said angrily. “And it's the dead of winter. How do you think I can make it up the road north in hip-deep snow?”

“You're my sister,” dream-Taryn said. “I ought to be able to depend on you for help.”

“You left me,” Elsyn said, because this was a dream, and why not say the truth? No one would ever hear it. “You left me with her.”

“I was stolen,” Taryn said. 

“You could have tried harder to come back,” Elsyn said, and now her face was wet and it was hard to breathe. 

“You could have tried harder to find me,” Taryn said.

***
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KANDAR WAS KNEELING over Elsyn, straddling her hips. He leaned forward and rubbed the side of her nose with his nose. The short fur growing on his face chafed her skin.

“What?” Elsyn said thickly. Her face was sticky, and her head hurt. “What did you say?”

The bed shifted next to her. “Elsyn.” That was Ben's voice, deep and sleep-rough. “You cried out.”

“Did you dream?” Kandar asked, so close that she felt his lips move against her cheek.

“No,” Elsyn said. “I don't remember.” And then, “It was a long day.” 

“Are you sure you still want to meet with the Tordove so early in the morning?” Ben asked through a yawn. Elsyn had reluctantly agreed to send a pair of goblin messengers, Amlar and Fenar, to arrange a meeting the evening before, instead of going herself. The Tordove had returned her message within the hour, agreeing immediately to an hour past first milking.

“I don't want to them to feel slighted,” Elsyn repeated, although the idea of meeting with four men who could burn like torches but not be consumed made her feel lightheaded with fear. Her cows could protect her against fairies, but could she protect them from fire? 

Kandar asked against her neck, “Are you worried about the cat?”

Elsyn's breath caught, and her heart tripped over itself. Several different answers tangled themselves in her mouth, and nothing came out.

“If my cousin doesn't answer the message I sent back in a day, I'll ride up the road myself to find out what's wrong,” Kandar said.

“No,” Elsyn said.

In spite of the darkness, she could feel Ben turn to look at her. Kandar pulled his face away from her cheek, though his body remained atop hers, pressing her down into the mattress.

Don't leave me, Elsyn thought, then hated herself for thinking. “Ildar went up the goblin road three months ago, and we've heard nothing of him since.”

“My cousin said he was fine.”

“But we don't know where he is. And if you vanish too, who's going to tell us what happened?” Elsyn asked, hoping the question sounded reasonable and not panicked.

“Maybe this would be better discussed in daylight,” Ben interjected gently. 

“Hrmph,” Kandar said. 

“And maybe you should get off Elsyn so she can breathe.”

“Hrmph.” But Kandar acquiesced, rolling off her to lie on the side opposite Ben. 

It took Elsyn a long time to fall back into sleep. Every time her consciousness started to slip, Taryn's angry, tear-streaked face formed itself on the backs of her eyelids.

You could have tried harder to find me. 

I was thirteen, Elsyn told the last whispers of the dream. What could I have done? 

I was fifteen, the dream whispered back. What was I supposed to do?
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FIRST YEAR OF QUEEN Elsyn's reign. Spring.

A wall of flame blocked the road into the Tordove valley. The fire had stretched toward the sky as they approached, creeping up and up, until it crackled the height of a house over their heads. The air smelled of ash and molten metal. A creature seethed within the fire, a thing with cloven hooves and narrow, sharp teeth, but the thing moved so swiftly that no eye could fully comprehend its shape. 

Socks, Kandar's mount, danced to one side, bouncing on his front hooves and kicking out, first one back foot and then the other. Kandar grimly set the claws of his feet and hands into the saddle, though he did not take his eyes off the flickering thing that made the line of fire bulge and heave toward them. A rageful scream broke the whine and crackle of the burning.

“Steady,” Kandar whispered to Socks, freeing one hand from the saddle's edge to stroke the stallion's neck. “We've seen worse things, haven't we? No reason to be nervous.”

I am not nervous at all, Socks announced to everyone standing on the road. Some horses might be nervous about fire that is in a place fire shouldn't be, but I am very calm. 

A crack pierced the air, and the echo squealed.

Under Kandar's palm, the horse's skin twitched, and Socks half-reared, backing up a few steps before he dropped. 

I AM VERY CALM, Socks said, turning to make a tight circle around Damson, Ben's mare. Quince, the gelding who had gone with Ben into exile, had retired to the Deragcaish estate; Ben had thought it unkind to force him out of retirement after seven years of peace. Damson was Quince's niece, and bore the same calm, gentle temperament.

YOU CAN SEE HOW CALM I AM, Socks trumpeted.

They had not seen the creature at all until Telfinif had thrust her long fishing spear into the fire, testing its depth. The beast had seized the haft in its jaws and torn it out of her hands. Telfinif was not the largest of the sea goblin delegation—Telfar, who now stood frowning up at the flames, held that honor—but she was head and shoulders taller and twice as strong as any human man, and the thing in the fire had snatched away her spear as though she were a kit and the weapon a toy. 

The three ponies who had borne the sea goblins, of sturdy mountain stock but not magical goblin horses, stood in a tight cluster at the last curve of the road, watching the flames with white-rimmed eyes. 

“That's not good,” Emar observed, leaning low over his mare Ladle's neck and squinting. “Do you think that fire's there on purpose?”

Ladle snorted and shuddered. Kandar considered pushing his cousin off his horse. Emar was good company on a long ride, but his method of assessing threats was to run at them headlong and see whether he bounced off. Perhaps he had not been the right choice for a delicate diplomatic mission. 

Telhadel consulted quietly with Telfar, before turning to the stony bank at the side of the road and climbing it, parallel to the line of flames. As she climbed, the fire raced alongside her into the trees, extending the scorching barricade. While the undergrowth had been cleared well away from the road, a newly-grown bush at the top of the embankment caught and began to burn in earnest. Cawar, who had also come with Kandar from the court of the goblin king, watched Telhadel for a moment, then dismounted their mare Broom and clambered up the opposing bank. The fire kept pace with them as well, leaping up the trunks of pine and cedar and beech. All still bore the scorch marks of a burn the previous year. Kandar hoped that layer of char was enough to protect the trees. 

I will kick the fire! Socks said. I will kick it to death!

“You will not kick the fire,” Kandar said, in the calmest, most even voice he could manage. “Fire does not respond to kicking.”

“I don't understand,” Ben said. Damson, who was much better behaved than Socks, shifted uncomfortably but did not shy. “We were invited to come here. Is there some sort of signal we can give so they will let us in?”

“Hrm,” Telfar said. 

“Fine hospitality,” Cawar said, leaping back down to the road. Telhadel tucked her tail and slid back down the embankment.

“Hrm,” Telfar said. 

“Not how I would treat my guests,” Emar opined. 

Telhadel dusted herself off, and she and Telfinif exchanged significant looks.

“HRM,” Telfar said. 

Kandar ground his teeth and glared resolutely at the beast in the fire. The sea goblins had been in the capital city nearly as long as his own company had, he reminded himself, and he ought to be used to Telfar's mannerisms by now. 

“Harrumph,” Telfar said very loudly.

“Yes, Telfar?” Ben said.

Ben had been in exile in the sea goblins' village for seven years. Telfar knew Ben better than Kandar did, which made Kandar jealous, and she was very large and very magical, which made him think that his jealousy was warranted. 

I am also very large and very magical, Kandar told himself crossly. And I do not appreciate being hrmed at like a kit who has gotten stuck in a badger hole.

“Were you invited to come?” Telfar asked.

“The Tordove sent messengers at midwinter to fetch us,” Ben said.

“You?” Telfar repeated, raising her bushy eyebrows.

Kandar cursed himself, the Tordove, and their beastly fire. Of course the magic cared about specifics. “They requested the queen to visit,” he said stiffly. “But I am Elsyn's consort and Ben her—her representative, so we ought to be good enough. We would have come with her in any case.”

They would not have come at all, Kandar thought, if the fairy incursions had not become so frequent.

“Right,” Telfar said. “You can tell that to the thing in there.” She jerked her head at the fire, which briefly erupted in a snarling mouth.

Ben shook his head and turned Damson back toward the curve of the road where the mountain ponies huddled. Socks followed so close behind her than Damson paused, one back hoof suggestively in the air, before Kandar thumped the stallion's shoulder, and Socks fell back a step. The sea goblins joined them after a minute, Telfinif looking glumly over her shoulder at the fire which had stolen her spear.

Elsyn wanted to be here, a small, reasonable voice muttered in the back of Kandar's head. His tail snapped against Socks' back. The small voice sounded so much like Ben that Kandar shot him a look out of the corner of his eye to see if he had spoken.

But Ben sat silently on Damson's back, frowning at the wall of flame.

It is too dangerous for the queen to travel on the open road, Kandar told his mind-Ben, who was a great deal more argumentative than the real Ben. When the Tordove sent their emissaries at midwinter, it hadn't gotten so bad yet, Kandar went on, warming to his silent debate. We saw four different fairies on the road here, when fairies used to shy from the road, and the only reason they didn't attack us was because we were six goblins and one large man, all armed with steel. Elsyn would not be armed, and if she had brought her cows, we would have moved more slowly . . . 

Kandar had had this same argument with himself at least twice a day, sometimes with mind-Ben and sometimes with mind-Elsyn, since riding out of the city gates two weeks ago. The real Elsyn had given up the argument nearly a month before they left, giving him a stiff, disappointed smile that felt like she was cutting an anchor rope. 

It isn't safe, Kandar told mind-Elsyn once more. It wasn't safe before, but it really isn't safe now. You have Jolar and the rest of the goblins and your cows on your hill, where they can circle you, horns and tusks out. 

Since whatever had happened at midwinter had happened, he and Ben had been out of the city as much as they had been in it, sometimes for a week at a stretch, hunting down the newest monstrosities the fairy lands belched out into the human landscape. There had soon been no question of riding up the goblin road to see what Taryn had wanted; no one was better suited to fight fairies than Kandar, and he could not bear to leave Ben and Elsyn so vulnerable. His cousin the king had sent no more messages, and Kandar told himself that there was no reason to be worried about this.

Some of the fairies they encountered Kandar had not realized could pass into the human world at all. There was a three-headed woman who bore needle-toothed mouths in each of her dozen hands, spiderweb veils covering all of her eyes, which he had met only once before, in the dream of a troll deep in the mountains-just-to-the-left. She did not even have a name he could pronounce in a human tongue. He and Ben had found her killing and eating sheep in the hills west of the capital. It had taken nearly a week to destroy her, as any time she smelled that she was losing the fight she retreated into the dreams of the shepherds and issued forth again the next night, all of her heads and hands intact. 

It is not safe, Kandar chanted to himself. He could not bear the thought of one of those mouths touching Elsyn, or worse yet the woman stepping into her dreams. As the months wore on, Kandar. could barely tolerate Ben putting himself at risk to fight alongside him. And Ben, he knew, was as well-prepared as a human man could be. His mother the duke had trained him from childhood with the assumption that he, like his grandfather, might be called to fight alongside his monarch against military incursions from the south; then he had spent two years with the army preparing to be a captain. After his exile, Ben had spent seven years with the sea goblins, having strange adventures which sometimes involved demons with tentacles.

We should go back, Kandar thought; or I should go on alone. I don't like this. I want him to be safe.

Returning to the capital always gave Kandar a queer feeling in his heart, like spiders were crawling up through his chest and down his veins. He missed Elsyn like she was a limb chopped from his shoulder, craved her warm, strong hands and her beautiful, large body, but he did not miss the press of humans staring up at him and Socks with fear and resentment as he and Ben rode up the hill. He did not miss sleeping in the ancient, cramped bed of Elsyn's royal forebears; the reek of mold in the old hangings and mattress was even stronger than the tang of unhappy ghosts in the stones. 

The truth was that Kandar was not of great use to Elsyn as a consort except for his skill in hunting fairies. Humans did not operate like goblins; they were softer, more fearful, more touchy about their dignity. He could not cuff a merchant over the ear who made a stupid complaint to Elsyn about how the goblins should be protecting caravans carrying wool fabric instead of priests bringing food, as he would Emar when his cousin proposed a foolish hunt after midnight. He could not throw a young nobleman from the lesser Deragcaish down the hill when he insinuated that Ben had only been pardoned for murder because of the sexual services he rendered to the queen and her consort, even though Kandar had tossed Telnamen down that same hill for making rude jokes. Nor was Kandar allowed to take a goblet of wine away from a young lady of Keevnar and give it to the servant standing behind her for a drink, even though he would be remiss in not correcting a kit who showed such bad manners. 

Kandar had, in fact, done all of those things, and, he was told by Elsyn and Ben, caused great offense and dismay. Elsyn had laughed as she watched Bana Deragcaish tumble head-over-heels down the hill, a panicked and disbelieving laugh, before she turned to Kandar with bright eyes and pink cheeks. “I don't think that will end well,” she had said. “Will it?”

Kandar did not know the answer to that question, and his not-knowing made him feel frustrated and useless. He had discussed this at length with Ben, who said a lot of things about diplomacy and tact which seemed to mean that not only could Kandar not throw nobles he suspected of traitorous intent toward Elsyn down the hill, he had to pretend that they were all great friends.

It was all much more complicated that Kandar had imagined when he had first seen Elsyn milking a cow in the temple field and decided he would marry her as soon as possible. He did not regret Elsyn, who was possibly the most magnificent human he had ever met, barring Ben; and he would have never found Ben, if not for Elsyn. If all the people in the human country were as selfless and brave and determined as Elsyn, or as gentle and funny and careful as Ben, being prince-consort would be straightforward and pleasant. 

If circumstances had allowed it, Kandar would have spent all his time following Elsyn around the temple and palace, watching what she was doing and helping her do it. He thought Ben would have liked to do the same; he could only imagine that Ben, having known Elsyn since they were both children, was even more in love with her than Kandar was.

Kandar was not a stranger to falling in love. He was very old, at least by human standards of reckoning time, though years did not mean a great deal in the mountains-just-to-the-left, where one year was much like any other. He had fallen in love more times than were sensible to count, with many other goblins, a few humans, and one god, though the god had not reciprocated. He would have said before that he liked very much being in love. He liked the sharpness and the hunger of love: how longing turned the morning fog in the mountains from an ordinary occurrence into an occasion of unbearable beauty, how thoughts of his beloved made his heart race and his blood heat.

By that standard of reckoning, Kandar was not altogether certain what he felt now was love. He did not think love had ever meant so much worrying before. He was afraid for Elsyn, but also for Elsyn's cows and Elsyn's priests and the farmers Elsyn's priests were bringing food; afraid for Ben's horse Damson, the friends in the capital Ben had tentatively been reacquainting himself with, afraid even for Ben's awful mother, wherever she had disappeared to, because he knew that Ben would be grief-stricken if something had happened to the old monster, even though she had betrayed him. 

“Kandar,” Ben said, in a tone that suggested he was repeating himself.

“Yes,” Kandar said. 

I want Elsyn, he thought. No! That's not what I meant to think. She's safe at home, where she should be.

Telfar rolled a large, sea-green eye in his direction. Kandar shook himself and glared at her.

“If it's not fairy magic, what kind of magic do you suppose it is?” Telfar said, in tones of exaggerated patience.

Kandar breathed in deeply, willing himself not to shout. The air brought ash and smoke and something else to his nose, something old and feral. He remembered the Tordove men who had paced through the darkening city streets as they burned like torches. They had smelled like this. The scent woke deeper memories, too, of his mother crouched with her shortbow, her dark eyes watching a figure over the next ridge, hunched over the empty ribcage of a horse it had stolen. A little old god, she had whispered to him. A god who thinks being godly is enough to demand worship. 

“Gods,” Kandar said brusquely, shaking his head to clear it. “It's a god.”

“Very good,” Telfar said, as though this had been obvious the whole time. 

Socks, overcome with anxiety, was now grooming Damson's coat vigorously. The mare sighed, but did not move away. Kandar wondered briefly if Ben would allow him to claw-comb his hair for the same purpose, then shook himself.

“The Tordove's heraldic insignia is boar,” Ben said, staring back at the wall of fire. “If they don't worship the Two-Bodied God, as Elsyn said, then perhaps this is their god.” 

“You might have mentioned that,” Telfar said.

Kandar felt the growl which had been huddling in his throat move into his mouth.

“I didn't know it was literal,” Ben returned in exasperated tones, before Kandar could jump off Socks' back and wrestle Telfar to the ground. “My family has a tower on our flag, but that doesn't mean there's a tower floating behind me all the time, ready to fall on anyone who annoys me.”

Emar and Telhadel started to argue about how one could construct a floating tower which collapsed on command.

Kandar could hear his own teeth grinding.

“If we cannot enter the valley here, perhaps we can ride to the southern pass and wait until a merchant caravan from the south enters the valley,” Ben said softly to Kandar.

“How do you know there will be a merchant caravan?” Kandar asked.

“I don't,” Ben admitted. “But the men who came at midwinter had robes that were finer than anything you can buy in the capital, so I assumed they got them from traders coming up from Firgahas.”

The grinding of Kandar's teeth grew louder in his own head. Ben had argued that Elsyn should come with them, he thought, but Ben had given up arguing, too, because Kandar had been so adamant that she should not. 

“How long would it take to ride to the southern pass?” he said loudly, over these very loud thoughts.

Ben shrugged, his mouth in a tight, unhappy line. “A few weeks? There's no road. Also, the territory of one of the lesser Deragcaish comes right up to the line of the hills, so we might find our way . . . difficult.” He saw Kandar's facial expression and added, “Not Bana. A different one.”

“A few weeks to get to the pass, to meet a caravan which might not come,” Kandar repeated. 

Ben looked even unhappier. “Well—”

“If Elsyn had come, how would they know she was here? Can that thing recognize voices or something?” Telfinif asked Telfar. Telfar was holding one of the ponies' heads and stroking its withers. Kandar noticed she had taken one of the many amulets she wore and draped it over one of the pony's ears. 

The goblins and Ben looked at each other unhappily.

How do you fight a god? Kandar thought. But that was a question for his mother, not for Elsyn. Elsyn would give the god cheese and stern talking-to. 

He wished Elsyn were here.

You're twitching, Socks whispered. Is it the god? Should we go kick the god?

I would like to kick the god, Kandar thought, but that was his mother speaking through him again, who had been human, but not in the same way that Ben and Elsyn were human. Before she had climbed into the mountains-just-to-the-left with her sisters, she had walked through a country with no cities yet built on its hills, no roads yet cutting through its woods, no temples to call the gods to attention. 

And now, he thought, all humans have to rely on gods who are so subtle they might as well not exist, like Two-Bodied God, or flaming silent creatures like this one, or—or—

A powerful memory gripped Kandar: Elsyn standing on the portico of the city temple next to him, as they clutched Ben's unconscious body between the two of them. 

I am your queen. I will keep you and guard you, my people, who are beloved of the gods. 

Kandar had felt the words through the bones in his feet, through his guts and his lungs and his skull. He had felt the land beneath them wake up and take notice. What god was that, the one who made the land dance to the music of human voices? Where was that god?

My queen, Kandar thought. My queen. My people. 

There was an inkling of something there, an inkling of understanding of how Elsyn might have passed this gate of fire. Kandar poked Socks in the side with one hind thumb, asking him to stand away from Damson. His horse complied, a shiver running down his back.

Can we go back to get Elsyn? Socks asked hopefully. She could get rid of this bad fire.

“Kandar,” Ben said, a little more sharply than he usually spoke. “Kandar, you're having an idea. What is it?”

Never blink, Kandar's mother had whispered to him, as she pulled her arrow back, aiming just under the shoulder of the small old god. You can't let a god think it is more real than you. 

Kandar wheeled Socks around, staring hard into the wall of the fire. From this distance, the shape which paced inside was more clearly an animal, a great beast with a humped back which walked on all fours.

This was a god his mother would have shot, not worshiped, Kandar thought.

“Kandar. Kandar!” Ben said, his louder. “What are you doing?”

Kandar shook his head, his crest prickling like it was burning from the roots. The crackle and whine of the fire became the whine of a bowstring became the screams and shouts of the crowd who packed the plaza before the city temple, watching Elsyn call up the god to protect them. 

I belong to Elsyn, Kandar thought; Elsyn belongs to me. The god walks on her earth. It should know me.

As though the boar heard his thoughts, it turned toward him, larger and more distinct than it had been. It squealed, and a long tongue of fire licked out of its mouth.

“Kandar!” Ben said, but his voice sounded very far away. “Come back here! We need a plan! We need to talk through a plan!”

Kandar pressed himself flat to Socks' back.

I'm not sure, Socks said.

“Trust me,” Kandar said out loud, “trust in Elsyn,” to himself and to Ben and to Socks, or at least he thought he said it out loud—

Socks pounded over the stone-packed road toward the boar. The land shivered beneath his hooves. Something deep and huge and waking murmured beneath them.

The horse's hind legs unwound as a chain coming loose from a winch, launching the two of them into the fire.

Kandar had felt this before, the sense that he was watching a great wave rush toward him, ready to break him to pieces—

He had felt it as he clutched Ben with Elsyn and listened to her shout promises over the tumult of a crowd, a few dozen goblins at his back and nothing between him and a crowd of a thousand desperate and terrified humans, hungry in their bodies and their souls for something that the woman standing before them could be. 

The heat snapped at the tips of Kandar's ears and his tail before it slammed into him from all sides, a vise which crushed his lungs, his skull, his horse. He couldn't breathe. His heart stuttered. 

His mother's arrow had arced through the morning like a raindrop, a glimmer of sunlight lodging itself deep in the god's back. The god had not shouted, but it had turned and stared at them over the gorge which separated them, its eyes deep and fathomless. 

His mother had drawn her sword and stood in that long-ago morning.

Socks' front hooves hit the ground, then his back hooves, then he was tumbling end-over-end, and Kandar whooped and shoved himself out of the saddle rather than be crushed beneath his beloved horse.

I HATE FIRE, Socks yelled, still rolling, an edge of a sob beneath the yell. FIRE IS BAD AND STUPID.

Kandar himself rolled and kept rolling until he slammed into the trunk of a pine tree. Lights exploded in his head and and he lay there for a long minute, gasping, before coming up on all fours and shaking himself vigorously, lashing his tail and shuddering.

“Socks,” Kandar said, before he could remember what his own name was or why he was on the ground. But then— “SOCKS. Are you all right? Did you break anything?” He lurched to his feet. Socks was lying on his side in the road, kicking his legs and thrashing. 

Kandar thought he might be sick. He scrambled toward the dust-whitened body. He stood up for moment, but his left knee had hit something when he went flying, so he went back down on all fours. 

Socks rocked himself upright, then stretched out his long, long neck, and his long, mobile lips, as though testing to see whether they still worked. He shook his huge head, before getting to his feet and trotting to Kandar.

My nose hurts! It's burned! Socks said, sounding as tearful as a large magical horse could sound. Can you make it better?

Kandar heaved a huge sigh of relief. “Probably not—”

“Kandar? Kandar!” The shout was muted by the fire and the trees, but Ben's baritone voice was almost a scream, followed by an earsplitting whinny. 

Ben, Kandar thought, Ben, and Ben's face split through the image of his mother on the mountain. How was he going to get Ben through the fire? And then: should he bring Ben through? Would Ben be safer on the other side, with Emar and Telfar and the other goblins? 

Get down! Socks said abruptly, headbutting him so hard in the chest that he toppled sideways, cracking his skull once again on a rock jutting a claw's-length out of the road. The stallion bowed, elongating his front legs until he was almost lying in the road.

“What?” Kandar gasped.  

The fire parted an arm's span, and a brown horse's belly passed over his head. The horse herself came down rather closer to the fire than Socks had, but kept running when her hooves struck solid ground, carrying Ben down the road two hundred paces before the mare slowed, shaking her head, sidling and half-rearing in obvious distress.

Socks abandoned Kandar, rushing to meet Damson. Damson, an uncharacteristically mild-mannered and genteel mare, put her ears back and bit him on the neck, hard. Socks whoofed a great exhalation of surprise.

Kandar wobbled to his feet and staggered toward Ben. If he had not hit his head twice in the past five minutes, perhaps he would have noted Damson's behavior and considered how it might reflect the emotional complexion of her rider at this moment; but while goblins were almost impervious to any number of injuries which would have killed a human, at the moment he was waiting for both of his eyes to point in the same direction. 

“Ben,” he yelled. “Ben. Ben. How did you do that? Are you all right?”

No, that was a weirdly man-shaped tree, not Ben. Kandar closed the more problematic eye and corrected course. 

Ben dismounted so quickly he almost fell. Apparently Kandar's better eye was still not up to its normal standard, because there was a bizarre expression on Ben's face, one that Kandar had never seen aimed at himself before: purple-faced fury.

“What were you thinking?” Ben bellowed.

Kandar, surprised, opened his other eye. Now there were two angry Bens striding toward him. 

“My mother,” Kandar said, and then, confused, “No, Socks, don't do that,” just as Damson bit Socks again.

“WHAT ABOUT YOUR MOTHER?” Ben roared. 

Kandar swayed. His ears flattened against his head as though by their own volition. “She killed a god,” he said. “So.”

“SO YOU THOUGHT THAT YOU COULD MAKE A SUICIDAL JUMP THROUGH A MAGICAL FIRE AND PROBABLY SURVIVE,” Ben said, grabbing Kandar around the chest. 

Kandar, who had already been feeling dizzy by the disconnected movements of the two Bens, gagged at the sudden movement, then retched over Ben's shoulder.

Suddenly Ben was holding Kandar's face close to his own, staring very intently. Kandar closed the eye which wouldn't focus on Ben's dark brown irises.

“You always do this,” Ben muttered, prying open the wandering eye and examining it carefully. 

“Do what?” Kandar said, taking hold of Ben's wrists.

This was apparently the wrong thing to say. Ben, who never yelled, who kept a composed face at all times, hissed in rage. “Get injured and then don't tell me!”

“You didn't give me time to say,” Kandar argued.

“Would you have said?”

It was clearly time to change tacks. “I've never done that before,” Kandar said, though at the moment he didn't remember whether he'd done that or not. 

“The sphinxes,” Ben snapped. 

“That healed,” Kandar said.

“I could see your intestines.”

“But it healed,” Kandar repeated, feeling very strange. “I was fine. I'll be fine now, too.”

“But if you're not—”

The fire's doing something! Socks interjected, tossing his head in panic. Something's coming out of it! 

Kandar grabbed for the sword hanging from Socks' saddle, but Ben gripped his wrist before he could unsheathe it. “Hold,” he said.

“What?” Kandar asked, turning around to face the wall of fire. 

The wall of fire had stopped moving, stuck like a waterfall hit by a snap freeze.

“We should go,” Kandar said, and he flung himself onto Socks' back. 

“Wait,” Ben said, “I think—”

A rectangular outline appeared in the still fire, which still glowed with heat. The outline went briefly dark, then swung open, a very small door, before something pale gray and furry pushed its way through the opening and somersaulted away from the wall. The door closed, and the fire roared back into motion. 

The gray, furry thing uncurled itself and then stood up, and up, and up, until she stood at her full, mighty height, dusting herself off and rearranging her silver jewelry to hang correctly.

“I had to leave my spear with Telfinif,” said Telfar, when she was satisfied with her appearance. 

“Could you,” Kandar said, his lips numb with sudden fury, “do that the whole time.”

“It's hard to say,” Telfar said, shrugging.

“The others?” Ben asked.

“I've told them to take a message back to the capital,” Telfar said. 

“You aren't in charge here,” Kandar said, rage rising in his chest.

“It's hard to say,” Telfar repeated.

***
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AFTER KANDAR'S EYES would focus on a single point again, they rode down into the valley at a walk. Both horses were nervous and inclined to shy at leaves and shadows, though Socks insisted that everything was fine and he could fight ten more fires. Telfar easily kept pace with them on foot, though she did not speak, only stared out into the trees, her eyebrows drawn low. Ben maneuvered Damson between Telfar and Kandar, who had been staring at the other goblin in mute rage since she had walked through the fire. Given Kandar's enormous orange eyes, his
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